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Abstract 
A community of inquiry is a group of specialists (but not only) from a domain (but they could be from different areas, 
as well) gathered to examine an idea, a theme, a topic of common interest through investigation based on dialog. The 
most important thing is that this community produces knowledge. The purpose of this study is to describe and present 
the added-value of community of inquiry as a method to teach. Mixed composition, professors, experts, 
students/pupils makes the community of inquiry a research group with important mentorship resources. 
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1. Introduction. Problem statement 
Since the early 1990s there have been many criticisms of the lack of socio-economical relevance and 
impact of high-school and vocational learning and training, as well as of higher and postgraduate 
education and research in Romania, and their failure to engage effectively with the real life practice and 
educational policy-making. 
Since Romania became an EU member, the low compatibility between the Romanian education 
system’s outcomes and the requirements of a modern and increasingly dynamic, flexible and diverse 
European conglomerate of societies and economies have become even more visible. But Romania is not 
an isolated case. A large number of studies indicate that various levels of inconsistency between the real 
socio-economic life requirements (especially in the diversified European context) and the educational 
systems do exist across the whole European continent. 
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Despite several curricular reforms and the intense borrowing (often inconsistent and superficial) of 
western organisational institutional frameworks across the Romanian education system, critics strongly 
emphasise the perpetuation of a great deal of ineffective, rigid, unpractical, mono-disciplinary, and sterile 
educational practises as a result of the continuous primacy of the traditional educational paradigm, whose 
main characteristics are: 1) education consists essentially of knowledge transmission; 2) knowledge is 
unambiguous, unequivocal and un-mysterious; 3) knowledge is divided into non-overlapping 
disciplines; 4) teachers are/should be authoritative sources of knowledge.  
The central concept below is that of community of inquiry (CoI) as a highly innovative solution to 
problems of this type and creates openings toward unprecedented levels of adherence to, and employment 
of, the communication technologies in education and research.
2. The concept 
A community of inquiry is based on a collaborative knowledge creation concept founded on a 
community of philosophical inquiry theory. This theory was inspired by the educational philosophies of 
Peirce (who consecrated the phrase; 1965-1966, apud Lipman, 1991), Dewey (1938), and especially 
Lipman (1991) — but was expanded to other fields and subjects and will demonstrate its capacity of 
bridging the gap between learning, research and practice by actively engaging those concerned with a 
particular issue. Thus, in order to enhance its operational character, it adopted and developed elements 
from those of communities of practice (Lave, 1882, Wenger, 2007), social learning theories (Bandura, 
1977), and innovative knowledge communities (Engeström and Bereiter, in Hakkarainen, 2004, p. 111), 
such as the focus on social (group inter-subjective) competences growth and knowledge creation rather 
than knowledge transfer. Furthermore, it will also incorporate elements from the theories of online 
communities (Harasim, 1995); practical inquiry (Dewey, 1938); computer-mediated cognitive 
presence/critical communities of inquiry (Garrison, Anderson, and Archer, 2000); and social 
constructivist learning (Knowles), that view learning as stemming from making experience-based 
knowledge explicit and focus on reflection on members’ knowledge-in-action.  
Studying CoI literature we can find the following characteristics which qualify CoI as a teaching 
method: 
1) The critical communities of inquiry represent the hallmark of higher education (Garrison, Anderson 
and Archer, 2000); 
2) A CoI represents the essential context for the 21st century higher-order learning (Anderson, Kanuka, 
2004);
3) Due to their profound dialogic critique and internalising reconstruction of knowledge, communities 
of inquiry contribute essentially to the enhancement of intercultural sensitivity (Spiteri, 2010); 
4) The communities of inquiry can engage most thoroughly, effectively and at the deepest inter-
subjective level, the available IT communication resources (Parsell, Duke-Yonge, 2007). 
Most advanced recent CoI-related research shows the need and importance of fundamental changes 
especially at the level of higher-order thinking even in the developed societies, and the CoI potential to 
bring them about.  
A community of inquiry will be first of all understood and pursued as a group of people united in the 
examination of an area of common interest via a process of dialogue-based inquiry. Such a community 
involves (re)constructing experience and knowledge through the critical analysis of subject matter, 
questioning, and the challenging of assumptions. 
2.1. Types of CoI and their educational purposes 
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The CoI model conceived as a widening of the community of philosophical inquiry theory whose 
epistemological standpoint is that the examination, facilitated by a philosophically educated person, 
analyses and reconstructs positions or claims through the dialogical distributed thinking, by employing, 
among other means, critical thinking, thought experiments, and the uncovering of fallacies and underlying 
argumentation forms. Due to their potential, CoI models proved their utility far beyond philosophical 
disciplines: the most significant research in the field showed that they are a highly effective mode of 
teaching and research-related reflecting across most university disciplines, providing students and 
researchers with a range of generic skills, such as the ability to evaluate arguments and appropriately 
weight different forms of evidence. 
Different types of community can be developed and they have different educational value due to their 
structure, purpose, time-lasting, etc. For educational purposes, and for the transformation of the 
community into a method to teach, we must transform the classroom into a community of inquiry (as 
Lipman said). “A community of inquiry attempts to follow the inquiry where it leads rather than being 
penned in the boundary lines of disciplines. A dialogue that tries to conform to logic, it moves forward 
indirectly  like  a  boat  tacking  into  the  wind,  but  in  the  process  its  progress  comes  to  resemble  that  of  
thinking itself....They come to think as the process thinks” (Lipman, 1991, p. 15).  
We consider that the communities can be described and classified according to a sum of criteria (not 
exhaustively): 
1. By the structure: there are structured or non-structured communities. The structured community 
have the following characteristics: they have a leader, an initiator, a moderator, members or participants 
with a statute or role; it is a structured group and that means that some communities have functioning 
rules (how members communicate, when, in which form – oral, written, periodically, continuously, etc.). 
For  educational  purposes,  a  structured  community  can  be  very  helpful  in  order  to  maintain  a  mentor-
disciple relationship, with defined roles and structured, detailed activities.    
2. By their duration in time: there are communities with a determined time length (a project, a 
determined theme, an one time meeting among experts or interested people about a subject, etc.) or 
without a time limit (like association, debate groups that have a general theme or domain in which they 
activate). In education both communities type are profitable; forming a permanent, open group focused on 
one or multiple themes or constituting temporary groups around an idea have long time benefits for pupils 
and students.  
3. By the place where the works are carried out: different places ask for different communities, a small 
place (meaning that it takes a small number of people) is adequate for profound and detailed debates, and 
bigger places are suitable for communities that have as purpose critical analyses, raising awareness,  
posing questions, confronting attitudes, opinions, beliefs.  
4. By the composition: the community can be formed from divers members, like pupils, students, 
teachers, professor, experts, renowned experts, people from different domains of expertise, with different 
levels of expertise and different experience.  
5. By their purpose: a community can have a purpose, a task to accomplish for which members gather 
periodically, or the community is constituted ad-hoc due to circumstances or context. 
6. By the academic level of discussion: a community can approach a variety of subjects, from pure 
scientific and academic purposes, to everyday life themes. This is an important characteristic of 
community of inquiry, because, this helps to transform the classroom into a community.      
7. By the level of domain integration: the possibilities of integration are tremendous, and almost every 
time the discussion evolves where the thinking goes (how Lipman puts it), no matter how narrow was the 
starting point. This is another characteristic of the communities of inquiry that recommend them as a 
teaching method.  
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8. By the environment or activity space (on-line or face-to-face): we separated into two categories the 
environment because of the very special case of on-line communities that constitutes a predilection of 
nowadays forming and keeping them for a long time, a virtual research network as a collaborative 
inquiry platform. Such networks provide a shared web-based work space, file store and a range of 
communication, research and collaborative writing tools. Aspects that confines the on-line CoI as an 
important teaching instrument:  
a) when provided with a virtual dimension, the communities of inquiry make the most of the available 
information and communication technology resources in teaching and team research;  
b) they also overcome a number of otherwise daunting challenges Internet-based tools have for 
instructors, students and young research teams;  
c) it is possible to create ICT (information and communication technology)-sustained communities of 
inquiry across networks of schools, that are able to engage with research to inform school improvement.  
As an on-line expansion of CoI, a suggestion would be the employment of virtual research 
environments in which participants engage, generate new research material and new forms of knowledge 
which pose further challenges. One of the best systems that can be used (available free of charge) is 
SakaiCLE virtual space (USA) involving high-school and university students, researchers and teachers 
will facilitate the circulation and sharing of specific information evocative of the Romanian, post-
communist, east-European ethos, values, aspirations and political culture.  
9. By the type and level of argumentation: some communities are keen to develop their research using 
special types of argumentation techniques or methods (Socratic dialogues, Delphi method, truth heuristic 
discovery, etc). Those criteria demonstrate the versatility of CoI and the potential for education, in the 
sense that teachers can involve their pupils in communities to train them to use different argumentation 
techniques. 
An example of a community of inquiry that can be developed for educational purposes may look like 
this: a sustainable development theme (water in our life, e.g.) can be approached by a team of 
environmental experts, school teachers (biology, geography and history), ecologists, and pupils and 
students of all ages. This community is a structured one, can be determined in time, if members aim to 
react to a problem that is solvable in a specific time duration or it can be transformed into a long term 
association. Place of development can be a classroom for presentations, debates, mental experiments, 
raising awareness discussions, but the place can be outdoor, aiming to develop campaigns, cleaning 
rivers, lakes, starting observation sessions and many other activities. It is a purposeful community, an 
academic one, with an obvious scientific aspect, interdisciplinary and it can benefit for the web exposure 
if in the team is somebody (or a small group) that can promote the initiative on-line (website, blogs, 
posts). The Internet resources are intensely used by the pupils and students, so an inter-schools network 
can  be  established.  This  is  only  an  example  of  how  a  community  of  inquiry  can  look  like  if  we  try  to  
describe it using the criteria from above. We can observe from the example the flexibility which 
characterize a CoI and how many possibilities opens once we start to build such a reality. 
One of the main virtues of the CoI idea is its multi- and inter-disciplinary potential entailed by its 
theoretical premises and concepts (philosophical – especially critical thinking and argumentation theory; 
sociological; psychological; pedagogical; as well as from cognitive sciences, cultural-criticism, and media 
studies) including: communities of practice, online communities, innovative knowledge communities; 
social-cognitive theory; e-learning; computer-supported collaborative learning; social-constructivist 
learning; cognitive presence, etc. The interdisciplinary potential also adds more flexibility to the new 
method because the possibilities of subject integration are limitless and helps the mentor to find the best 
domain combination that serves his/her purposes. The way of the community is the way of thinking itself. 
This means that the CoI is taking whatever it needs to solve the problem or to reach it purpose (whatever 
it might be). 
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3. Conclusions 
A community of inquiry communicates knowledge and produces knowledge and those traits made it a 
perfect candidate for nurturing the mentor – disciple relationship, which made it a perfect candidate for 
educational purposes. Seeing the mentors and expert at work pupils will not only learn a discipline or 
more, but they will learn how to be professional, and how to live doing at the highest standards their work 
in the future. 
The employment of a CoI model is extremely valuable due to its accurate establishing of the rapport 
between learners and researchers, on the one hand, and the facets of knowledge they deal with, on the 
other. The establishing of groups’ CoI potential will help addressing the major shortcomings entailed by 
the external, passive, mono-disciplinary, fragmenting, unselective attitude towards knowledge. The 
interdisciplinary characteristic of CoI is a way of maximize the flexibility that it already has it.   
We  had  developed  a  list  of  criteria  which  can  be  very  helpful  when  it  comes  to  establish  a  plan  of  
using community of inquiry as a method to teach. A mentor has to have an enumeration of potential CoI 
that can be employed for his/her educational and teaching plan. 
We argue  for  further  research  that  will  clarify  the  nature  of  CoI  and will  establish  the  conditions  for  
using this as a method to teach.  
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